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The Manitoba Ombudsman's report on Employment and Income Assistance in 2010, included 
recommendations to improve the EIA rate setting process.  
 
The Government’s response is the EIA Rate Review Report, released on December 6, 2013, 
which is a minimal response to a major issue, when considering the needs of about 62,000 
Manitobans who rely on the program.  The EIA Rate Review took three years to complete – 
with little to show for it!   
 
In this report, our response to the EIA Rate Review, we consider some of perspectives on EIA in 
the Rate Review, comment on recommendations in the Review and make suggestions on what 
could be done to improve the EIA program. Overall, we are concerned that acknowledged 
reforms to the welfare system are slow in coming, changes are often fragmented and therefore 
inadequate, and the government is still not committed to an assertive poverty reduction plan 
that includes EIA.  



 

2 

 

Response to the Manitoba Employment and Income Assistance Rate Review 2013 
Social Planning Council of Winnipeg in Partnership with the EIA Advocates Network 

   
 

1. Ombudsman’s Recommendations Not Addressed 
 

This EIA Rate Review was to address the following Ombudsman's Recommendations; 
32. The department institute a formal, documented process for reviewing and 
making recommendations for periodically updating basic and shelter rates, income 
and asset exemptions, and other income assistance allowances in a logical and 
equitable manner. It is recommended that in that process, program staff be 
consulted.  
 
33. The rate-setting process be documented and made available to the public.  

 

34. The department determine whether participants are required to use benefits 

allocated for basic necessities to supplement benefits allocated for rent, and if so, 

how frequently and to what extent this occurs.  

 
The Ombudsman's recommendations for Manitoba's EIA Program are not met by this Rate 
Review.  The Review; 

•    does not address the process and formula for setting EIA rates at all, 
•    contains nothing on how to make rate-setting more public, and 
•    does not address how to help recipients meet their basic needs. 

 
 

 2. Rate Review Highlights 
 
The Employment and Income Assistance (EIA) Rate Review outlines the 

The 
Report,  

• describes the current policy context, and how the government views EIA as a short term 
mechanism to address ‘material depravation’, 

• focuses
 

• considers various common low-income measures, discounts those used internationally 
and creates a new ‘modified market basket measure’, 

• compares the incomes of EIA participants with these low-income measures, 
• considers differences in incomes and gaps by case category, household size, and 

geographic region, 
• only very briefly and selectively compares the incomes of EIA participants to income 

assistance measures in other provinces, and 
• recommends priority areas for targeted benefit increases based on current rates in 

relation to the new modified market basket low-income measure. 
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 3. Major Concerns with the EIA Rate Review 
 

a. EIA is treated as a Short Term Measure 
 
The EIA Rate Review clarifies the government’s perspective that EIA is a means to address short 
term material deprivation, and not be a means for reducing poverty levels or addressing the 
depth of poverty. This perspective seems to be based on the assumptions that people choose 
to be on EIA because it is easier than working, and that EIA should not meet people’s full needs 
because it could become a disincentive to their willingness to work.  This perspective assumes 
EIA can be a barrier, or creates a ‘welfare wall’, that prevents people from becoming self-
supporting through work income.    
 
The statistics in the Report shows the duration that people receive EIA, does not support the 
claim that EIA is a short term measure. The Report notes that 41% of recipients are on the EIA 
support for more than five years.  For most people, EIA is an income support for more than two 
years.  Government decisions made based on this Report will determine the quality of life for 
individuals who may never be able to hold employment that will support them.  These decisions 
should not be made on a false assumption that EIA participants only need short term income 
support before they can move to self-supporting work. This constituency seems to get less 
attention in the Report, though there is some recognition that seniors and people with a 
disability do require long term ‘pension like’ assistance.  

 
b. A new lower low income line is Created 

 
The EIA Rate Review proposes a new ‘modified market basket measure’ (mMBM)or low income 
line that is based on the existing government levels of EIA support and a minimal definition of 
basic needs.  This new ‘mMBM’ is lower than any other low income/poverty lines (Market 
Basket Measure, Low Income Cut Off or Low Income Measure) and is an arbitrary level used to 
justify current EIA rates.   
 
Instead of seriously looking at how to address the increased cost of living and people’s basic 
needs, the Rate Review basically says people are getting enough and the government does not 
need to do much more.   
 
The EIA Rate Review tries to justify this new measure by suggesting that it is based on the 
Acceptable Living Level Report (2008) produced by the Social Planning Council and Winnipeg 
Harvest.   However, the ALL Report income level is $4,500.00 more than the MBM, and $10,000 
more than the government's proposed ‘modified MBM’. What the Rate Review seems to do, is 
selectively choose a few key needs and living costs of the ALL Report and misuse them to create 
a new measure that ignores the main message of the ALL Report – people cannot live on EIA 
rates. We expect that people living in poverty will feel disrespected with this manipulation of 
their needs and work put into the ALL Report and study. 
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c. Basic Needs are too Limited 

 
The Rate Review proposes that the mMBM threshold for setting EIA rates is enough to cover 
core daily basic needs as set out in legislation and regulation, but not enough to cover the costs 
of recreation, telephone or education, for example.  Advocates for those living in poverty argue 
that these costs should be considered basic needs. The Ombudsman also recommended 
expanding the definition of basic needs to include these factors. And even the EIA Rate Review 
acknowledges, “ in the low-income thresholds such as MBM that include a broader basket of 
goods, many of which could be considered important for social inclusion, such as 
transportation, a telephone and internet access”.   
 
The government is also seriously behind in updating its calculation on the costs of basic needs.  
A 2011 study is used by the Rate Review authors to justify the creation of a modified Market 
Basket Measure of low income, and then low EIA rates. However, as the introduction of the 
study clearly states, the problem is that the government is not adequately costing basic living 
requirements and not adjusting social assistance rates to enable people to afford these 
necessities. “This report was written to address two serious deficiencies in the delivery of Social 
Assistance (SA) programs by provincial governments in Canada; namely, the absence of clearly 
defined and priced standard budgets for basic and extended needs for short- and long-term SA 
recipients and the failure to set SA rates at levels adequate to purchase those items. “ 
(Introduction, Adequacy of Social Assistance Budgets: A Rationale for Making Current Rates 
More Adequate and a Methodology for Pricing Budgets, by Harvey Stevens, 2011) 
 

d. ‘Rewarding Work’ Complimented but Unsubstantiated 
 
The government in the Rate Review says that since 2007, 10,000 individuals have been moved 
from EIA to paid employment due to the Rewarding Work program. However, this figure is not 
supported by the annual reports and with details on caseloads.  To achieve this number, EIA 
caseloads would have had to decline by over 1,000 individuals per year for each of the last six 
years, and 1,000 new individuals would have to enroll.   Not only has the total case load not 
gone down but many of the individuals who were employed are likely returning to EIA.  To 
seriously determine the success of the Rewarding Work program, a cost benefit analysis and an 
evaluation is needed.   
  
Helping people gain sustainable employment is an important strategy for the government. But, 
the reasons that people on EIA are not able to work have little or nothing to do with the gap in 
their income between being on EIA and working.  The reasons that people on EIA are not able 
to sustain employment have more to do with their ability to get a job that pays enough, their 
disabilities, addictions, mental health, readiness to work or other barriers. The real challenge is 
getting people into jobs, with appropriate portable or transition supports like RentAid, and 
earning enough for long enough to stay off welfare.  The job seekers allowance and other 
incentives available through Rewarding Work since 2007 do not seem effective.  
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e. Keeping Rent Allowances low is justified 
 
Last year, social advocates urged the government to raise the EIA rent allowance to 75% of the 
Minimum Market Rate (MMR) which is now $724/month for a one bedroom apartment in 
Winnipeg.  The people on EIA who get Rent Aid have $360 for rent which is 50% of the MMR.  If 
rent allowances were raised to the 75% of MMR level, it would still leave recipients short 
$180/month for rent or almost their entire living allowance of $195/month.   To give them 
enough to really afford the cost of rent would cost the government about $2,340/year or 
$25.74 million. The size of this shortfall is partially due to the increased gap between 
allowances and rents, that  the government has allowed  to accumulate over the years.  
Indexing EIA rates would  ensure the rent gap is narrowed.  The government sets the Rent 
Control Guideline each year and could consider indexing in a new formula to set EIA rates to 
ensure any increases in rent are matched to increases in EIA allowances or Rent Aid.   
 
The Review Report suggests that the rent allowance should not be increased because people on 
EIA are not paying rents near the MMR, but within the lower cost 25th percentile of the rental 
market.  The logic of this thinking baffles us, as the reason people are living in cheaper 
accommodation is because they don’t have the money to rent better accommodation. Also the 
vacancy rate at this lower end of the rent scale is less than 1%, and people are living in over-
crowded, unhealthy and shared situations.  
 

f. Vague Calculations of EIA Rates 
 
The report does not show a method for calculating the modified MBM or the EIA rates it 
justifies.  The Review indicates special diet allowances and other income from EIA are included 
in the EIA calculations however, when comparing the various poverty measures to EIA rate.   
 As called for in the Ombudsman’s Report, the EIA rate setting should be based on a periodically 
updated “formal, documented process”, indexed to the cost of living and “available to the 
public”. 
 
The basic income for an individual deemed employable is $656 per month without any Federal 
contribution.  It is unclear what other earned and unearned income is represented in the 
report.  Also, not everyone on EIA is getting all the benefits they are entitled to and therefore, it 
is unclear how much it would cost the government if people received from EIA everything they 
were eligible for. 
  
The report says it would cost $49 million to bring the EIA rates for single non-disabled recipients  
to the minimum modified MBM.  This is the minimum the government could do but there is no 
clear commitment in the report to do this.  The report also estimates a cost of $106 million to 
bring everyone now who receives  EIA to the modified MBM threshold, without lowering rates 
for those who now get more than the modified MBM. These increases in EIA could be phased in 
over a few years. While this would require new budget allocations, there are projected savings 
from reduced EIA caseloads and other program reforms that could used to cover the increases.  
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4.  EIA and Poverty Reduction 
 
The EIA Rate Review notes that government policy seeks to avoid the ‘welfare wall’ -  that EIA 
could become a disincentive to a willingness to work.   However, in keeping EIA rates low, the 
government is creating a ‘welfare wall’ or a ‘poverty wall’. People are caught in a trap where 
potentially they cannot get themselves out of poverty.  
 
Currently the government has a poverty reduction strategy, called AllAboard, that largely 
ignores the poverty experienced by Manitobans relying on EIA. The Ombudsman’s EIA Report in 
2009 called for a linking of EIA rates to the AllAboard policy and it makes practical sense to 
integrate EIA into all poverty alleviation measures taken by the government.  
 

a. ALL Aboard Poverty Reduction Strategy 
 
The only part of EIA program that is detailed in the ALLAboard strategy is the potential of 
transitioning of single parents with young children from EIA to work.  This effort and the focus 
on Essential Skills Assessment and the link to Labour Market Training and Employment deserve 
more time for a chance to work. However, the Building Blocks for Employment Plan says that  
work “will begin to develop a more simplified income security framework that focuses on 
enabling employment, while providing for those who are not able to work” after 2015.  
Recognition that the EIA program has to improve for those who are not able to work is 
important, and given that this is the majority of people on EIA, this planning should not have to 
wait until 2015.   
 
The Rate Review Report notes that there is a government commitment to “streamline and 
simplify benefits, building benefit increases over time based on savings achieved through 
efficiencies and lower caseloads”.  While it is positive that benefits will be simplified and 
increased, the caseloads have not gone down to provide any cost savings for these 
improvements. 
  
The ALL Aboard strategy to transition young single parents into the workforce is positive.  A 
similar strategy  for people with disabilities on EIA to transition to work also makes sense since 
many (40%) of the unemployed Manitoban's with a disability have post-secondary education. 
What prevents them from working is a lack of accommodation in the work place, not a lack of 
ability.  
 

b. Poverty Measures 
 

The Report makes that claim that "LICO and LIM are useful for tracking some aspects of low 
income but are not appropriate for comparing social assistance rates”.  The EIA Rate Review 
claims neither of these measures reflects the cost of living adequately, and both are relative 
measures that measure elements of social inclusion and inequality rather than straight forward 
deprivation".  Dismissing these poverty measures on the basis of what needs are considered 
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contradicts what the government has said in its own ALLAboard Poverty Reduction and Social 
Inclusion legislation and strategy. This policy framework specifically aims to reduce poverty and 
improve social exclusion.  Also the Ombudsman’s Report specifically recommends  an 
examination of the number of people on EIA using food money for rent costs.   
 
At the SPCW we have chosen to use the LIM standard, as we believe people need more than 
just enough to survive (what the government refers to as a ‘material deprivation’ level). The 
LIM recognizes there are people living in poverty who are working (the ‘working poor’), making 
major changes in their lives or who are being supported above their minimum needs but not 
able to meet all their needs. 
 
 

5. Recommendations in the Report 
 

Recommendation 1  
target increases to portable benefits. 
 
Portable benefits are important for those who are transitioning to employment. However, 
these benefits are a small part of the EIA system and not a solution for the serious deficiencies 
in the system. 
 
The portable benefit recommendation in the Report fails to recognize the magnitude of the 
income gap between EIA and employment for  people in this EIA category. To be significant for 
individuals getting into employment, the portable transfers required would need to bring a 
single person on GA up to the mMBM level.  If the cost of bringing the GA single person rate up 
to the mMBM is estimated to be $49 million, then the cost  to provide this benefit to all low 
income single persons would be far greater - potentially over $400 million.  
 
The Rate Review Report makes the general statement that “benefits that bridge EIA and work 
should equalize the income of those working and on EIA”, but there are no specifics of how this 
could be implemented.   Without targets and real numbers to phase in these improvements 
there is little benefit.  
 
Another problem with RentAid type portable benefits is the very low uptake for those with low 
incomes.  The uptake for the RentAid of up to $210 for an individual earning less than $26,000 a 
year is only about 3,000 recipients a year (averaging about 1,900 recipients a month).  The 
government’s annual report 2012/13 does not show the total expenditure for this benefit but 
estimated at the full amount it would be $627,060.  About 20,000 EIA recipients took advantage  
of RentAid in the same year, which cost about $1.63 million.   
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Recommendation 2  
systematically target any income enhancements for EIA recipients 
 
Some targeting of income enhancements for EIA recipients can be valuable when considering 
people’s needs and opportunities available to them. However, targeting all benefits has led to 
an EIA system that is now extremely complicated and requires a huge administration. The 
comparison in the Review of what single adults or persons with a disability need, compared to 
what children in poverty need, only creates an unfair competitive hierarchy of poverty and an 
outdated segregation between deserving and undeserving poor.  
 
The government should not dismiss across-the-board increases in benefits, as EIA rates now are 
so low they are not helping people meet their basic needs, and thus trapping them in perpetual 
poverty. The government can invest in all categories of recipient to bring people up to an 
income where they can meet their basic needs, and take initiative to become independent. 
Lowering the standard to a mMBM standard does not address the real needs of real people. 
 
 There should be investments in all categories of EIA recipients to bring people up to an income 
where they can meet their basic needs and have the resources to become independent.  There 
were expectations that the Rate Review Report would have specific recommendations and a 
formula for how EIA rates would be set.  There should be a transparent process for calculating 
rates as recommended by the Ombudsman. 
  
Recommendation 3  
continue reforms to the EIA system outlined in the Strategy for Sustainable Employment. 
 
We agree, that it is important to continue reforms to the EIA system, and supporting people to 
transition to employment is an important means to ‘financial independence,’  namely for single 
parents with young children. However the Review has very little to say about improving 
“coordination and supports for those who cannot work due to complex needs or multiple 
challenges,” which is also part of the Strategy. The Review also does not make any 
commitments on increasing work incentives for those on EIA by allowing people to keep more 
earned income for example.   
 
The Review mentions that it will take careful consideration to balance benefit costs with 
increases to the maximum receivable and how to minimize people being on EIA longer.  The 
government would do well to state clearly how close to the established low income measure 
they would like incomes to reach and then set policies to reach that level.  There are vague 
references to replicate the Sustainable Employment program for single parents with young 
children, however, there is nothing specific for people with a disability or other target groups 
like teens who have grown up on EIA. 
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Recommendation 4  
prioritize the establishment of separate pension-like program for persons with severe, 
prolonged disability.   
 
Good idea. Manitoba should create a program now with improved pension-like benefits.  Some 
provinces already have a program like this without Federal participation, though Federal 
funding should be made available.  Work could begin on developing screening and eligibility for 
the new disability support program and a budget for a new program, possibly including funds 
from the EIA program. This preparation should  ensure that additional funds can be added to 
the program when the Federal Government participates.   
 
This new program should also  pay at least what the current disability Canada Pension Plan  
pays - $1,236 per month. A new program for people with disabilities could save money in 
administration as EIA case workers and recipients would not be under the same requirements 
to repeatedly review benefits and re-establish qualifications for disabilities that remain 
unchanged.   
 
 

6. Conclusion and Suggestions 
 
The Ombudsman’s Report recommended that EIA policy should be consistent with the ALL 
Aboard strategy. While there are congruent elements, overall there is little recognition that EIA 
can be a major part of a poverty reduction strategy.  Note that in the recent Throne Speech the 
Government repeated its commitment to making poverty reduction a priority and that it will 
increase benefits. 
 
The EIA Rate Review does not address the Ombudsman recommendations to make the EIA 
program more transparent and accountable – specifically in the way that EIA rates are set.  
 
The report on the Review does not define a “formal, documented process for reviewing and 
making recommendations for periodically updating basic and shelter rates, income and asset 
exemptions, and other income assistance allowances in a logical and equitable manner.” The 
Review merely justifies the current rate structure by creating a new, unsubstantiated, arbitrary 
poverty measure, the modified MBM.    
 
The conclusions and recommendations of the Review focus on enriching portable benefits and 
measures aimed at returning EIA recipients to the paid labour force, to the exclusion of 
providing support for those who cannot work.  There is no acknowledgment of research that 
shows the broad benefits and cost savings in health, education and other areas accrued from 
raising EIA benefits, but instead the suggestion is made that increased benefits require cost 
savings from reduced caseloads.   
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We are concerned that this Report does not provide the guidance to the EIA program and 
government officials to fulfill the recommendations of the Ombudsman’s Report.  The Rate 
Review Report leaves many questions unanswered (see a list of questions in section 7.).  
 
We believe there should be a renewed effort to work with the community to ensure that before 
the 2015 budget there is a plan for setting EIA rates that ensures  EIA recipients are not 
excluded from living a decent quality of life because of the poverty.  We suggest  setting up a 
joint working group of community and government representatives to work on a more effective 
means of reforming the EIA system, increasing rates and making the long overdue 
improvements to EIA rate setting.  There is the capacity and willingness in the community to 
look for collaborative solutions to reducing the poverty experienced by people on EIA.   
 
We will be following up this response to the EIA Rate Review Report with specific 
recommendation to raise incomes, create the new program for people with a disability and 
help as many people as possible transition to work.   
 

 

7. Questions raised by members of the EIA Advocates Network 
 

The following questions are meant to focus the dialogue with government. 
 

1) Given the three years to get the review completed, how long before you take action 
on the recommendations and fulfilling the Ombudsman’s recommendations regarding 
rate setting? 
 

2) Why is the focus of the document on how to reduce dependency on EIA, not on 
reviewing rates? 
 
3) Can the government spell out what the ‘welfare wall’ consists of – the magnitude  of 
the welfare wall for different family sizes and the impact of the welfare wall on entry and 
exit from EIA? 
 
4) How is the Manitoba Government going to challenge the assumptions and myths 
about EIA and EIA recipients? 
 
5) How is this EIA rate review to guide that work of setting EIA rates?  
 
6) Table 7 show that employable single people on EIA are at 68.4% of the MBM how will 
the government ensure these individuals can meet their basic needs?  
 
7) How much has been spent on office changes and reorganizations compared to 
increased benefits and programs since the moving EIA from Family Services? 
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8) Given the focus on transition to work, how many people on EIA have had the new 
Essential Skills Assessment? What is the plan for this work readiness assessment to 
ensure all those 34,000 households having their benefits affected by this strategy will be 
assessed? 
 
9)  How does this fit with the Ombudsman’s recommendations about basic needs 
definition?  
 
10) How will Rewarding Work and EIA in general be simplified in compliance with one of 
the stated objectives in the ALL Aboard Action Plan? 
 
11) How many people are using food money to pay rent?  This is a question from the 
Ombudsman’s report. 
 
12) How can people on EIA pay more for rent, more than at the 25th percentile, without 
money to do so?    
 
13) How will the way that EIA Rates are calculated be changed? 
 
14) A report by the Caledon Institute released a report that showed Manitoba has the 
lowest EIA amounts for single and disabled adults and the third lowest compared to the 
MBM, is there a commitment to improve these incomes to approach the MBM? 
 
15) How will the Government work with the community, in particular the EIA Advocates 
Network and Make Poverty History Manitoba to improve the EIA program that forces 
unemployed and disabled Manitoban's to live at less than 50% of the Low Income 
Measure? 
 
16) If the cost of bringing just the single individuals on EIA up to the MBM is $49 million 
then what will it cost to ensure the missing $3,192 to all low income single persons? 
 
17) What will be the definition of disability and income level for people on the new 
disability benefit? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Marianne Cerilli 
Community Animator 
February 20, 2014 


